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Thank you for reading Station 17: After the Tie Ends.

Did you catch the moment Riley stopped waiting for the panic  —-  and found only quiet instead? Did Avery's empty hands register differently by the time she said "not with some people," now that you'd been watching for them since the fundraiser? And when Riley smiled in the back of that cab  —-  no reason, no replay, just a smile  —-  did you feel exactly how much silence can carry when you've spent a whole book learning to stop filling it?

Leave a review  —-  your words help this story find the readers who need it most: the ones who know what it feels like to finally stop bracing for the burn, and realize the fire already went out. Quietly. While they weren't looking.

With gratitude,

Caden Rowen
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CHAPTER 1 - RILEY POV - "Six Months Later"
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Riley was on her third cup of coffee before she realized she hadn't checked the time once. Usually, the minute her feet hit the floor, her brain was already running the day's schedule against the clock. Shift at eight. Breakfast by seven thirty. Coffee consumption: precisely timed to peak alertness without the jitters. But this morning... nothing. Just the quiet hum of the refrigerator and the pale light filtering through her blinds, still half-drawn. She hadn't pulled them up yet.

The mug felt solid in her hands. A dark blue one with a small chip on the rim. Next to it in the drying rack, a second mug, this one a pale green, sat waiting. Avery's mug. That's where it had been for three months now, ever since a rainy Tuesday when Avery had come over to help Riley wrestle a stubborn piece of IKEA furniture into submission. They'd drunk tea, talked about nothing, and when Avery left, the mug remained.

Riley ran her thumb over the chip. The habit of checking for damage, for weak points, was hard to shake. Six months since the collapse on Elm Street, six months since the last session with Dr. Quinn. Six months of... this. A quiet she hadn't known existed outside of firehouses and the aftermath of adrenaline.

At Station 17, the morning routine was a comfort. The familiar groan of the engine bay doors, the scent of stale coffee and floor wax, the cacophony of voices overlapping in the kitchen.

"Carter," Rostova called out, not looking up from her newspaper. "Kitchen duty's on you. Vasquez left a sink full of what looks like cement."

"On it," Riley called back, grabbing a sponge. The banter hit the same familiar notes. Reyes complained about Diaz's egg timing. Hara pretended not to hear. The sink full of dried oatmeal was exactly as advertised. What was different—if she'd stopped to think about it—was how she felt while doing it. Settled. Not bracing.

Breakfast was a chaotic affair of clattering forks and good-natured insults. Diaz was recounting a story about a date gone so wrong he'd had to climb out a bathroom window, animated enough that half his eggs ended up on Reyes's sleeve. Without thinking, Riley found herself talking too.

"Got a call yesterday," she said, scooping up a forkful of scrambled eggs. "Lady on 14th thought she heard a cat meowing from inside her wall."

Hara paused, a strip of bacon halfway to his mouth. "In the wall?"

"Turned out to be her new smoke detector. The low-battery chirp. Sounded exactly like a cat in distress."

Diaz grinned. "So you talked to the smoke detector?"

"Told it to find another apartment," Riley deadpanned.

The table laughed. It was only later, much later, as she was wiping down the engine, that it occurred to her. She'd volunteered a story about a call. A stupid, mundane call. She hadn't been asked. Hadn't been prompted. Hadn't been analyzing her own reaction to it for signs of weakness. She'd just... told a story. It was the first time she could remember doing that in years. The realization settled in her chest, light and unfamiliar.

A faint restlessness started to buzz under her skin as she headed home after shift. Her apartment felt too quiet. Too clean. She paced the length of her small living room, her footsteps silent on the worn rug. The armchair in the corner held Avery's hoodie, left behind a week ago. The sleeves were slightly too long for her, the fabric worn soft and thin in places. She picked it up, the scent of peppermint tea clinging faintly to the cotton. It smelled like peace.

That night, lying in bed, the city filtered through her window -—a distant siren, the rumble of a subway, the steady rhythm of lives being lived. In the past, this silence would have been a vacuum for her mind to fill with replays of every mistake, every close call. Every face she couldn't save. Tonight, she let the sounds come and go without grabbing at them. She closed her eyes. No sirens she needed to answer. She slept.
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CHAPTER 2 - RILEY POV - "A Coincidence That Isn't"
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Riley had been to exactly three fundraisers in her life, and she had hated all of them with a focused, personal intensity. The Station 17 Firefighters' Ball was no exception. She was wearing heels that pinched her toes and a dress with fabric too slick to feel real, holding a glass of something bubbly she had no intention of drinking. The air was thick. Perfume and hair product, mostly, with a note of something floral from the centerpieces. It hit the back of her throat like a closed door.

She made her rounds of polite, smiling nodding, accepting handshakes and gratitude from city officials who looked right through her uniform on good days. This was her fourth hour of this purgatory. The shimmer of the lights off the crystal glasses was starting to make her temples ache. Riley navigated through a cluster of people discussing tax revenue and fire trucks, her movements economical. She knew the shape of a ballroom the way she knew the shape of any building -—find the exits first, then figure out where the air is.

And then she saw her.

Across the polished ballroom floor, framed by a waterfall of twinkling fairy lights.

Avery.

She was standing near a pillar, half-turned, listening to someone with that unnerving quiet focus Riley remembered all too well. She wasn't wearing her doctor jacket. She was in a simple dark dress the color of red wine that made her skin glow warmly under the hotel lights. Her dark brown hair was loose around her shoulders. And her hands -—the way they just rested at her sides, empty. No notepad. No pen. Just her hands. Riley saw that detail with a shock, so clear she almost forgot how to breathe. Professional distance or not, that look had always meant something, and now it meant something else entirely. Something less defined. More dangerous.

"Having fun?" Sam Diaz appeared at her elbow, holding two flutes of champagne. He offered her one. She took it automatically, her fingers feeling clumsy.

"It's great," Riley lied, her eyes never leaving Avery.

Diaz followed her gaze. "Ah," he said, a note of understanding in his quiet laugh. "So that's what's got you all distracted today."

Before she could form a reply that would make no sense at all, the space between her and Avery cleared as if by magic. The crowd simply moved, leaving a straight, shimmering line of sight.

Avery looked up. She saw Riley at the exact same moment.

The hum of conversation and clinking glasses didn't exactly fade, but it receded into a dull roar in Riley's ears. All the noise of the ballroom became muffled, as if underwater. The space between them stretched, charged with the weight of all the hours they'd spent in a sterile office, Riley pouring out her soul onto a carpet that was always vacuumed within an inch of its life. A hundred sessions spent building a professional wall of rules and distance, now rendered transparent by proximity.

Avery broke away from her conversation. She began to move. Not hurriedly, but with a slow, deliberate pace that made Riley's heart hammer against her ribs in a way that sirens hadn't managed in months.

Every instinct screamed at her to look away, to turn and flee for the ladies' room. But she didn't. She stood her ground. Her heels suddenly felt treacherous, her hands damp inside the beaded clutch. Just before Avery reached her, the memory slammed into her: Dr. Quinn never moved. Dr. Quinn let you come to her, sat there with her damn notepad and her unnerving patience. The Avery closing the distance now didn't have a notepad. Or a pen. Riley's mind snagged on the fact, a bright, shining anomaly among the panic. The only sign of recognition, a quiet smile that barely touched the corners of her full lips.

"You're wearing heels."

Avery's voice, close to her ear and over the chatter of the fundraiser, pulled Riley back to the surface. The comment hung between them -—personal, a little amused. A statement of fact she noticed Riley had a habit of making. She almost said, "That sounds suspiciously like advice," then remembered the rulebook wasn't binding anymore.

"You're wearing a dress."

A faint laugh escaped from Avery. "It seemed appropriate for the occasion." Then, with that unnerving, direct observation, "You seem different."

"I have showered." Riley took a half-step back. The small gap felt like a canyon. Her mind, which she'd worked so hard to quiet, started cataloging escape routes -—fire exits, bathrooms, a particularly dense thicket of politicians near the potted palms. "I... need some air."

She fled not with the speed of panicked running, but with the contained urgency of someone moving toward safety. She pushed through the glass doors leading to the terrace, the cooler night air a shock against her overheated skin.

Leaning her forearms against the wrought-iron railing, she stared out over the city lights, letting them blur. Her breathing steadied against the cool metal as the ballroom sounds faded further away. She replayed nothing. Instead, Avery's single word echoed in her mind, warm and simple, not clinical or distant. Her own name, spoken like a hello instead of a diagnosis.

Riley. Just that. Her own name, spoken like it wasn't attached to a chart or a case file. She stood on the terrace until her arms were covered in goosebumps. She didn't go back inside. Not yet.

Diaz found her there. She heard the soft slide of the glass door before she saw him. He didn't come right to her side, though. He leaned against the wall nearby, looking out at the same view.

"City's pretty from here," he said. The kind of open-ended observation EMTs used to check your condition without asking you outright if your world was ending.

"Yeah," Riley murmured, still watching the hypnotic ribbon of headlights along the FDR. "Too bad we have to wear heels to see it."

He chuckled, a low, easy sound. "Vasquez bet Okafor you wouldn't last ninety minutes in those shoes."

"Tell her to give me an hour. I'm considering just kicking them off and standing on the grass like some kind of feral forest creature."

"Need a drink?"

"No." Finally, she turned from the railing, her gaze flickering toward the ballroom doors. "Okay. Maybe. Just some water."
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